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ABSTRACT • ^ * » ^ 

A technique sometimes known 'as patterned prose, or 
cfase Book exposition is an effective .w^y to improve student writing 
while also holdin^g their -interest. It may also help solve- a problem 

.pointed to by the National Assessment of . Educational Progress (NAEP): 
•students' ^inability to t>ink about what .they read. The technique is 

Lsimple, The teacher chooses the question, provides the information, 

j^and specif ies the' f of ms of the students \persuasiye essays First 
students are given an information sheet with a question and a series 
of quotations f fom^authorities, some positive and.sbme negative. Next 
they -are presented with a model essay whose various parts — title,- 

• thesis, evidence," trarftsitions, and conclusion — are outlined in Jbhe 
left margin. Students t;hen w^ite essays based on this model, refining 
the process as they proSg^ess. This kind of activity is' as old as the 
western, university: "quaestiones dis'putatae" have -forked: for 700 
years, which is 'a-good reason to 'try them again. The "Congressional 

•Digest" and "The Reference Shelf" are good information resources for 
this'techniquei (JL) \ 
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A 1ECHNIQUE FOR TEACHING EXPOSITJOK: ■* '.'r^' ' 

MEDIEEVAL AND MDIERN * ' . * 

El^t nonths agp I read the very disheartenliig report of thp flatlonal 
Assessment of Edncatipnal Progress on reading, tliinklngr and viltlng skills 
anx>ng AiEricaH higji sc^aool Students. Since this assessnient is almost universally^ 
recognized as the most accurate study of its kind In Aaerica, I was especially 
dismayed to hear its allusion: althou^ most students read materials at • • 
their own age level, their skill In handling what they read'has declined severe-'* .* 
Xy since the last testing In 1975, Ihey^have |rea£er difficulty In analyzing, 
Interpreting, and even eq)lalnlng viiat they have read. 1^ addition, many / 
students 'have ix>t learned how to look for evidence for their jud gj ne n ts in a 
systematic fa^shion.V ThlsH^s was even more disheartening since it ecnflrms, 
what I have noticed over.tfife ten years I j|ave been teaching ccrrposition: col- 
1^. freshmen are having more and more difficulty learning tlie very filing I am 
hired to teach, exposition, tjieisarshefla.^ar^g of facts to stpport opinions.', I re- 
solved to find ways to fight this trend, I b^an by reexamining a very old tech— 
nique^ f or 'teachl^ egxDsitory prose^ Acjxally , teachers 

use tills technique at one tlme'or another, perhaps under one of its many- names- 
patterned prose, case book expositionr-or under no name at all. So this veirslai 
is only one of dozens \4ilch teachers hive found .useful over the years and, ' ' 
as we will see, tiie centuries. ^ ^ ' ; 

The technique is sliq>le. Ihe students write 'a persuasive essay on a 
question I^ve chos^i, using- Information I^ve provided, in a form I^ve specified. 
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' ^ . ^ " ' , 

First I give tlie students a sheet with a' question at the top, in this case, 
"Shoiald soft drliik and beer qonpanies be required ^ pay five' cents^ for bottles 
and cans retunaed?" Below the qiibstlon is a series of ^quotations fran authoritl^ 
and dociioent^ facts relevant to tlie question. Sane ~ of the InfannatLon tends- to 
si5)port an affirmative answer, socoe a negative answer, and some can be used to ^ 
bolsta: argmfints' on either, side, depending^ on htw one analyzes them (see Hand- ^ 

out I). ■ • . ■ ^ • y^. : 

■ * I explain to the. "students tiiat each of them' will (Jecide which y/ay .he wants 
to answer 'the questio(n<f and 'then ^ite ati essay-usiftg some- of -the Infbrmation^to ' 

• support 'liis opinioja^ I also* emphas'ize" that, althou^i 1 require them to use seme' . 
." of tiie ^tiial." liifonnat:ioh provided,'/tiiey can '^Iso us? persotlal toperlence as 

* ' ' ^. - "* * ■ * ^ • N \ /- . ^ * 

Next/ I give thfe' students a inbdel essay \Mch is outlined in thi left, .'^ 

margin, (see itandoCit. II) \ I e3q)lain that, althou^ thftir .essays will each be ' 

. « J. - , • » ' 

different, every 'essay will contain all of these parts listed in -the outline as 

they appear. - . [ ^ " ^ 

Ihe- basic part:s are obvious' and do not require (or exclijuie) originality^. 
Each essay ha6.a title, which can be '(and usually is) tiie'question. Each has 'a * 
thesis, easily forpied by tinning, the question into a statement, tiiou^ often stu- 
dents go to, qualify ti\e statement, a refinecaent I encourage,^- of coiirse. And 
eacih has a cciicliasion paragraph, generally a restatenient of the thesis. . 

lforeover)s^ach, paragrajii of the body is also highly structured, as the sample 
^essay sho^,. .ixvi, it is in constructing these p^pragraphs that the students learn 
(or ^practice) that most basic^and most difficult business^ of exposition: marshal- 
. ling facts to mjake-a point. Ihou^ concise^ cohejrent exposition is cooplex and ^ 
painful to write, -I explain ^thab^'it^i^^ts easy as one, two, three." As the out- 
line indicates, each paragraph consists of tiiree parts: 1) a topic sentence. 
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■ ' . ' ^ ■ ■ • ■ 

2) scrae suppbrtli^ Information (eitiier from tiie fefonnatLon sheet, docunented^ ^ ^ 

In parentiiesetf afterwards, or* from personal experience) , and 3) a sent;ence or two 

of explanation to show how the lnfonnat;icn sxqjports the thesis 

^ Finally, once tiie essay has a title, thesis, body,^and conclusion,' I require 

one lafit\it of structure, thfe transitions. -Again tiie procedure is sinple, even 

mechanical.. The student merely goes to a list of transitional words ^ expr^- ^ 

sions "(check the index of any handboo^) -and picks out one* to put in front bf each ^ 

paragEa^ except the finst; "tn the first place. ^ Mn the s^ecmd place . ' 

In conclusion" wHl do the-j^bb adeqiaately (some of the., ^eatest writers ijsed these 

very pnes), and the student-has added-that last professional touch.. - » 

Of-* course, after writli% three Or foiir highly structured essays in this form, 

it is possible to vary the pattern, to add ^uch red^Inemipts as paragraphs v^hich 

» 

answer objections,' give background Infoflnation, or narrate personal experiences or 
"case studies/' And 1q time (say the fifth or sixth essay), the students. are 
required to begin finding facts on iheir own, In preparation for gpnulne research 
paper writing. But as an Introduction to this difficult business of exposition, * 
I have found the technique held their Interest and Improved their writing, "^e 
students" quickly gain jconfidence because' thejt* can^ In an libinr or twq, produce an 
essay that clearly makes -and supports a point, a point -wliich Is an Issue in their* 
society, albeit a^l^mited aiKl, to some, trivial ^sue. 'In the process the^ have 



leamgd to doctxnent, to handle qCiotationa 'In various ways, and,' most lnportantly, 
to argqe a case, t:o read InformatLoh,* dlgesf it, analjTze it. Interpret it, put it 
to some use* Aid in doing thds, they perhaps, b^ln td overconie that:;centa:al dif- 
ficulty/ ^^ilch'^the National' Assessment polnt^ to:' an Inability to"th;Ink about • 
\k)^t th^ read.^ ' • 

If I may digress a moment^ it most be clear to many by new' that this tech- 
nique is extremely old, as old as tfhe Westgm university iti^elf . Prom the foundl^jg 
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*of the first miv^sities and great cathedral schools in Europe in the twelfth 
century, tiie major pedagogical device was the dd^ating of quaestiones disyitatae , 
foimal topics, .-usually in theology or. canon law, viiich the professors assigned once 
every two weeks. The students researdxed the question, formed an opinion, then 

"wrote an oration (or thesis) which was presented to .the professor and, often*, tlie ^ 
\A)Dle class (in I^tin, of course) • ' . 

' To' research these questions, students had sonething which corresponded to the 
information sheets. Great schdlars conpiled quotations from the Bible 'and other 
authorities Called "books of sentences" (frcm vhich we gqt'our wrd "sententious"). 

'They were arranged according to topics for the students' convenience. The most 

fanxxis one, Peter Lonfcard' s Four Books of Sentences , poses a problem (quaestio) 

aixi then cites arguments for and against from ^classical, patristic^ and^medleval 

) 

(even conteco^^ary) authorities. Ihese bqpks were, of course, extremfely influen- 
tial, as was the whole disputatio method \^ch trained the likes of Peter Abelard, 

^ ♦ • 

Thomas Aquinas, Erasmus, and a plethora of others during the six- centuries the 
^'sentences" and the disputation method were the cornerstone of education, 

Mdareoyia:, a standard form was also losed by these medieval and, later, , 
Renaissance scholars. The fom I have given ny students to*i2se is a-very crude 
Imitation of the form their predecessors tised 700 years ago, a form refined and 
ebqpanded in the Eenai^sance. . Vfe know it today-as the classical oration, the form 
enplqyed in Sidney's Defence of Poetry , Erasmus/ s Praise of Folly , and a host^^of 
other classics of VfesternN^terature . Since so many stiklents and teachers .^over 

"the centuri^ have found liiis method of exposition feffective, I thou^t it mi^i^ 

*'be -viorth renovating, 

. In conclusion, I-hope that this very old—and constantly n^-techniqu'S will 
be df^MTC use* to those of us who, xaifortunately, don't nkve the time to lead. 
e^ch'^^T)d'TvTV^yv^') student throu^ a topic of his own choosing. ,I've been pleased ^ 
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with the results of it, overall, especially for beginning students who need 
a gpod deal of structure before they laxjnch off on their own writing projects. ' 



Note: 




sheefifii'. are Concessional Digest , ^ monthly magazine \Aiich takes one issye and 
excerpts testimony from menfeers .of Congress an4 witnesses at congressional 
hearings, and Hie ' Bef erence Shelf, a series of books vM.ch publish excorpts 
from articles on a single issue • Also^ many magazines contain "fonm'' pagps 
ecnsisting of articles on opposite sides of an issue, which m^ provide gpod 
information for quaes tioites disputatae . * ' , , 
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^' ■ ' * . - • 

'HAISX)OT'I:. INTOEIftTION SHEET 



JNSTRimCRS:- VJbLte a 300' to 500 word essay, on the foUcwlng question ^ing. - ^ 

• * • • V r • 5 

sone^of tlie Ififonnation providfed, (You may aiUo use exanples^ from your -own 
perscnal feaqjerience to st5)port; your opinion.) Your essay* shoiild Include ; 

* 13 a, 4i^ifl. paragraph statliig-your opinloa on the question, 2) at;^ least two 
paragraphs to sv?)port your opinion, 3) transitic»3S between paragraphs, and 4) a 
conclusion paragi?aFh, ^ ' ' . • \ . ^ 

. qg^SnON: SfiDUU) S€3afT,DRm"AND BEE31 CCMPAN3ES BE FEQltoED BY LAW TO PAY 
- -five' CENK' FOR CANS AND BOm^S EETUE^ . ^' 

"Seme 4.1 billion .containers were- littered in 1975 alone." Senator Edward - . 
iBrooke of Massachasett^ Congressiodal Digest , Mardi '78, p.- 74. \ . 

"Betweoi 55 and 70 per cent of all roadside litter is bottles, cans, and flip' 
tops,"' Brookfe. ^Congressicnfll, p, 74. 

» * 

. "Each day ve use the eqi*valent of 5 mill:^ galloni.of ^gasoll^ie to produce ne&7 
containers." Federal Reserve Board Stucfy, Concessional , p. *76. ; 

l!Oregqn, , \Ajich ha6 sxich a law, found its beverage contalnler litter decreased by 

* 837o, while popular approval for ne&/ law has reached an astonisliing 917o In 

* public opinion polls/' Brooke, Coi:igre8sional , p, 76, , ^ 

^ "It-Is predlcted~Siat a net galjfi of between 80,^ and 118,000 jobs by 1982 ,. . . 
vould result if tiiis bill becomes liJw ngitionwide,". Federal Energy Administration 
'report (1977), Congressional, p. 82. \ ''^ , ■ ^ 
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^ . «' . • ^ * • . ' • ' • . 

* ' ■ ■* ^ 

Oregon, the Owens-Illinois plant in Portland had ten forming machines before 

. " ' \* 

the bottle law went into effect in January. In Fd^ruary ♦ . . two of the 

machines, representing 50 jdos each, had been removedV aii4 two more Mtere . 

idled.V President of titie Local 112 of the Glass Bpttle Blowers Association, 

Congressional, p. 75. ^ 



*Tn Oregcti 450 jobs were lost." Congressman William J. Hjriies, New Jersey^, 
Congressional , p. 75. ^ , ^ ^ . ^ 

"States without the deposit law are recycling- between 55 and 70 per cent of the 
altirrinm us^ for cans," Fobert F. Testln, Environmental Planning Department, 
Reynolds AlminLin Ccnparry, Congressional , p, 85, 

Ik - • ^ 

''Since 1970 bottle and can deposit laws have bfeen rejected in t-en of the 
thirteen elections \*iere the question was put to people on- the state and local 
level." Hu^ies, Congressional , p. 77. 

"Sinply stated, we are opposed to mandatory deposit legislation for beverage - 



a 



containers because we are convinced tiiat it would bring about too sli^t 
benefit at too hi^ a costis^ John J. Shediah^ director, IMted Steelworkers of 



Anerica; Congressional , p. 79. 
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^"HANDCIOT m SAMELE'ESSAy , 



title AlCSAINST A lEPOSEIC LAW 

thesis ' \ m. convinced that soft drirfc and bee2> cccopanies shoiild not be re- 

% ' ' " ' ' 

quired by law to pay five cents for cans and bottles returned. Such a 

law would not only cause a great Economic loss to the nation, but it 

^ would also be vinnecessary since voluntary recycling programs arfe al-*' . 

readj?; doing the jcfc .adequately— without government r^ulation and in- 

• terference. 

transition ^ In the first place, a "deposfit law would cofet our ailing ceonocEy 
topic . - • ' ' . ' ^ ' . 

sWtence j millions of dollaars In lost* jobs for workers -In the bottle, and can In- 

, evidence dustjy. In Oregon a deposit law was passel recently,^ and according to 
(liuiirect - * ^ • 

quote) " the president of Local 112 of the Glass and Bottle Blowers Associatiori, 

at least d \^rkers Imnedlately lost their, jobs at a Portland 

^ ^ bottle factory (Cotigressional Digest , Iferch, 1978, p. 75). Moreover, 

evTidence as Con^essman William' J. Hu^es of New Jersey points out, "in Oregon 
(direct: " ' ^ • . . \ . ^ ^ 

quote) 450 jobs were lost" ( Congresslowl t pagp 75). Ihese lost jobs— and 

' explana- the hardship they Impose on families and cocinunities--would be mxLtiplied 
tion • . * ^ . ' * >. ^ . . ' • 

many times across this naticai if deposit laws were passed in other '| 

states, putting a straiii. on an econcny already /fluting a rising unem- 

J ployment rate. , ' V ^ • 

'transition the second place, ^this proposed ,-law would be *a completely m- 

toplc > 

^sentaice ' necessary burden; According to Robert F. Testlh of the Reynolds 

evidence Alimhum CJoqpany, "States without the deposit law are already re-- , . 
(direct 

quote), cycling between 55 and 70 per cent of aliidmn used for cans^' 
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(Congressional , page 85) . This statistic clearly shews tiiat' peopl^ ar6 

willing to'r^ttoi dans without government foarcliig 'them to.- 

' .finally, -the.Anferican people are against these de^wsit laws, laws' 

'which they<.realize not Ijring the benefits their spcmsors naively 

'proidsfe. "Slncte 1970 bottle and can (Jeposit laws have been rejected 

In ten 6f the thirteen elections where the questWi was put to p^ple 

. bh ti^. state- and local level," writes CongressBoan „Hu^ies' ( Cofteressicnal , 

pagpv77)^ Ihus, the* people have freely and clearly. spoken out^ against 

dQX>sit laws, a warnLijg legislators shoiild heed, 

' The conclusion is clear: dqx)sit laws are costly, ijnrecessary and 

iiipopiiLar. 'They should, tiierefore, be rej^cte^v^ We should all join 

conclusion' ' to. stop, their spread. - John J. Shedxan, president of the United Steel- 
paragraph*. ■ - - ' ' " 1 * . ° II 

- worker^ liiion, puts't^ case well. He, like so many others, is caa-' 

vlnced that it wuld bring about too sli#it a benefit at too hi^ a 

cost" (Congressional , page. 79);, - ^ 
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